The 2002 elections put worker health and safety in a deep hole. The administration's core strategy on safety and health wraps vague, moderate rhetoric around hard-right policies which cater to the most anti-worker factions of the business community. The first significant act of the Bush administration in the labor arena, in March 2001, was signing business-sponsored legislation to wipe out the Occupational Safety and Health Administration's (OSHA's) ergonomic standard. The administration also proposed to cut OSHA-funded worker training and standard-setting, appointed the organizer of the business anti-ergonomics campaign as solicitor of labor, and proposed deep budget cuts for worker training and standard-setting, while maintaining industry friendly assistance programs. Specific to the United Auto Workers (UAW), OSHA withdrew its announced effort to set a new standard for metalworking fluids, as well as many other new standards. Soon after these actions, the Senate changed hands and we were able to stop the bleeding. But as a result of the 2002 elections, conservatives control the entire Congress and will try these attacks all over again.
UAW members need more protection at work, not less. Fatalities continue to afflict our members, especially skilled trades workers and in public employment. Yet there are no OSHA standards for robotic equipment. Most public employees, such as the heroic World Trade Center rescue workers, are without any OSHA protection. Chemicals at work, such as metalworking fluids, cause illness on nearly a daily basis, but the OSHA standards permit these exposures. Public sector and health care workers face emerging hazards, such as infectious disease and workplace client violence. 235 Ó 2003, Baywood Publishing Co., Inc. Our protections face attacks on four fronts:
· Administration policies and practices that conciliate industry. Under the Bush administration, OSHA is dominated by management. Its program trades inspections and orders to abate hazards for vague promises of "partnerships."
The fundamental problem remains that there are barely 2,000 inspectors nationwide for six million workplaces and 100 million workers. Health and safety standards are frozen in the 1960s, even after we have entered the 21st century. Budgets starve enforcement and research agencies. We need more federal and state OSHA inspectors, not fewer. Even level funding is a cut because of inflation and the growth in the work force. Having squandered the budget surplus on tax cuts for the rich and on war preparations, conservatives now plead budget poverty against requests for more OSHA protection. In addition, conservatives in Congress and the administration try to divert OSHA funding from inspections and worker training to providing free consultation visits to employers. Although research on workplace health hazards is a life-and-death matter for workers, the National Institute for Occupational Safety and Health (NIOSH) lagged behind other health agencies' funding.
· Legislation to undermine the fundamental structure of OSHA and Mine Safety and Health Administration (MSHA). Conservative-dominated labor committees in both the House and Senate passed comprehensive OSHA "deform" packages from previous Congresses. These bills limit rights of workers to get OSHA inspectors to investigate workplace hazards, and allow or require only warnings to be issued instead of citations, even for serious violations of the law. These bills also allow management to establish employer-dominated safety and health committees and other employee participation schemes that are in direct violation of the National Labor Relations Act. They seek to penalize workers while immunizing employers who violate the law. We can expect piecemeal attempts to chip away at workers' rights as well as a full frontal assault. · Broad regulatory "deform" legislation, or interference from the Office of Management and Budget (OMB) which would make it harder to set new health and safety standards. OMB, a branch of the White House, can block OSHA standards directly, or order new procedures which would block and roll back OSHA and EPA protections and increase bureaucracy. A foremost opponent of health and safety standards heads that part of OMB, and already has interfered with protections. · In addition, risk assessment and so-called regulatory reform legislation are an increasing threat. Such legislation was barely defeated in the past, and could be resurrected again by the Bush administration.
MOVING FORWARD
We must remember that even in the days of the first Bush administration, we were able to progress in safety and health by uniting unions and our natural allies in the public health and environmental communities. We need a plan that can function regardless of the international situation, political fluctuations, or the problems of the economy.
As events unfold, we must emphasize equal participation by workers in health and safety programs, a comprehensive agenda for new workplace standards, ergonomics efforts, and defense of employee rights.
We must focus attention on steps that OSHA and other state plans can take in setting and enforcing standards. When budget cuts are used to attack workplace protections, we must show what improved staffing for OSHA and NIOSH could accomplish.
The best defense will have to be a good offense.
USING OUR BASE IN MICHIGAN AND OTHER STATES
Enforcement and standard-setting for Michigan workers is in our hands: MiOSHA reports to the governor, not the president. We must explore setting a Michigan ergonomics standard, Michigan health standards, and expanding existing state funding for worker training programs. Other states, particularly Indiana, California, and Kentucky, are also targets. In addition, workers' compensation laws may be a vehicle for requiring workplace safety and ergonomics programs. We must increase our efforts at the state level to place pressure on federal OSHA.
PROTECTING OSHA FROM ITS LEADERSHIP
We have been here before, because for two-thirds of OSHA's life it has been in hostile administrations. We need to publicize those situations where failed enforcement has led to injury or illness.
We need to use the courts and our friends in Congress to make the standardsetting process work.
LEGISLATIVE IMPROVEMENTS TO BE SOUGHT
Some goals of OSHA reform might be achievable piecemeal through other legislation. The victory on safe needle legislation shows that state-level legislation could be an effective strategy. Workers' compensation legislation at the state level can be a vehicle requiring comprehensive safety and health programs and employee participation. Improved whistleblower protection and coverage of state and local government employees are possibly feasible goals. Expanded criminal sanctions for safety violations might be revisited through future crime bills.
LEGISLATIVE ATTACKS TO WATCH
The budget process will continue to be abused to achieve anti-worker goals through cuts for OSHA and NIOSH, worker training funds under Superfund, or appropriations riders which prevent enforcement or passage of specific standards. Previous Republican-sponsored OSHA "deform" legislation attempted to legalize employer-dominated safety and health committees such as those where the employer picks the worker representatives. These structures violate the labor laws and are reappearing in new proposals.
FIGHTING BACK
Our coalition strategy has worked up to now and must continue. Our task is to energize our in-plant representatives-especially health and safety representatives who have expertise and experience with the issue-to mobilize our members throughout the union. We need to form alliances and coalitions with our friends in the public health community, Coalition on Occupational Safety and Health (COSH) groups, and environmental groups. Our goal remains to ensure that cutbacks and rollbacks in health and safety are prevented and that the Bush administration is held responsible for any failures of OSHA.
GRASSROOTS ACTION ON HEALTH AND SAFETY: WHAT WE CAN DO BACK HOME
Mobilizing our membership and the broader community to help block attacks on workplace health and safety is our goal. You can:
• Observe Workers' Memorial Day on April 28. This has become the day when unions, their allies and increasingly management across the country pause to remember workers who have died or been injured on the job. Every UAW local union should sponsor a memorial meeting, rally or march to remember workers who have died on the job.
• Build community alliances with Coalitions on Occupational Safety and
Health (COSH) groups and other unions to spread the word about health and safety. • Make sure your message hits not just union members, but workers in nonunion shops, too. • Organize call-ins to representatives and senators.
• Start a petition and/or letter-writing campaign to representatives and senators to oppose assaults on worker safety. Schedule public events to present the petitions or letters to congressional representatives. • Encourage friends and co-workers to write letters to Congress voicing their opinions. • Encourage members of the Workforce Protection Subcommittee (House) and
the Health Education and Pension Committee (Senate) to hold field hearings on health and safety issues. • Hold a public meeting with representatives and senators in their districts and states, bringing in injured workers and family members to talk firsthand about the need for strong health and safety protections. • Write letters to editors, call talk shows, and encourage local reporters to write about health and safety issues.
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